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The news that the Asa 
Wright Nature Centre 
(AWNC) is to close has 
drawn a chorus of shock 

and dismay from nature tour com-
panies across the globe, which re-
gard such a situation as an unmiti-
gated disaster.

Regarded as iconic, legendary and 
one of the finest places in the world to 
see birds, AWNC is also the glue that 
holds the rest of Trinidad and Toba-
go’s nature tourism business together.

Asa Wright’s demise will be felt far 
outside the Arima Valley. 

But, behind the scenes, a hornet’s 
nest of recrimination is tearing at the 
fabric of our venerable and much-
loved institution.

Why did it need to close and how 
can it be saved?

Do you remember the impact Asa 
Wright had on you the first time you 
visited? How, after driving through 
tropical forest on the hilly, winding 
Arima to Blanchisseuse road, you 
suddenly came upon paradise? Right 
here in T&T?

Maybe you recall the walk along 
the polished wooden floorboards 
of the elegant old estate house past 
paintings and photographs of birds, 
the estate and its royal visitors?

And when you reached that fa-
mous veranda and looked out, were 
you, like me, transfixed by the aston-
ishing spectacle before you? How a 
flurry of colour whirled around right 
there, just in front of you, so close you 
could almost touch?

Hummingbirds in rainbow col-
ours, so many shapes and sizes; tan-
agers, honeycreepers, bananaquits 
and others dazzling in their plumage, 
putting on a scintillating show for you.

Remember how the wonder didn’t 
stop there? On the pathways below, 
golden tegu lizards as long as your 
arm prowled for fruit scraps, like min-
iature dinosaurs. While out in front of 
you the rainforest tumbled down the 
valley in a green haze of a hundred 
hues, the nests of crested oropendola 
swaying lazily in the breeze, Ornate 
Hawk-eagles soaring, and everywhere 
a myriad species flitting busily about.

There are, according to the Asa 
Wright Nature Centre (AWNC), 166 

bird species to be seen in its 1,500 
acre grounds, as well as many visiting 
species, bringing numbers that can be 
viewed to over 200 species. Added to 
that are the attractions of the many 
bird trails, the clanging of the forest’s 
loudest resident, the bearded bellbird, 
and the cave dwelling oilbirds, the 
most accessible colony in the world. 

The sheer concentration of birds 
and sense of exhilaration draw inter-
national tourists here from across the 
globe. That is why AWNC’s closure 
has come like a hammer blow to in-
ternational and local tour operators.

The primary booking agent for 
Asa Wright for the past 40 years has 
been Caligo Ventures based in Arizo-
na. It acts as AWNC’s exclusive book-
ing agent for North America. In a typ-
ical year it sends 1,000 high-spending 
tourists to Asa Wright.

“The centre is truly a global treas-
ure. We tell people it is the best place 
on the planet to learn tropical bird-
ing,” said director Peg Abbott.

“Every major tour company in 
the UK and USA brings tours almost 
every year to Trinidad and Tobago. 
The AWNC is the anchor of that stay. 
It certainly puts Trinidad and Tobago 
on the map for aspiring naturalists, 
photographers, and birders.”

Calling AWNC’s closure “deeply 
shocking”, Caligo, like other opera-
tors, will offer alternatives to a closed-
down Asa Wright, said Abbott. 

“Our clients will also simply choose 
other destinations, of which there are 
many. They will take Trinidad off the 

list, and something else will slide in. So 
a portion of our business will simply 
go elsewhere, and that is sad for Trin-
idad and Tobago, but a boon to oth-
er locations. Without the Asa Wright 
Nature Centre, Trinidad risks losing 
its strong global position with that au-
dience.”

American Bill Murphy, an ento-
mologist and Smithsonian Institute 
member, has led 94 birding tours to 
AWNC over 40 years, bringing over 
2,000 high-spending guests to T&T. 
When he heard about the closure, he 
posted on Facebook that he wept. He 
regaled me with stories of his love of 
Asa Wright and how it evolved from 
simple beginnings to what he regards 
as the finest ecolodge he knows today.

“I have stayed at a dozen ecolodg-
es in Costa Rica, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana and Panama. While each of 
them offers some of the attributes 
that birders desire—safety, cleanli-
ness, comfort, plentiful safe food, 
and of course a lot of birds—no other 
ecolodge comes close to Asa Wright 
in hitting home runs in every aspect.

“With so many potential destina-
tions throughout the world, why have 
more than 2,000 people chosen to 
join my tours to Trinidad and Toba-
go? Only one reason —Asa Wright. I 
have yet to meet anyone who has re-
turned from a visit to Asa Wright and 
said, ‘It was okay’. Instead they return 
as evangelists intent on persuading 
all of their friends to hop on the next 
flight to Piarco.”

Murphy is devastated for the staff 

at AWNC who, he says, are one of 
the best reasons for visiting. “I worry 
greatly about the tremendous nega-
tive impact these firings will have on 
the entire Arima Valley. About 90 
per cent of the staff live within a few 
miles of the Centre. Many of them 
have spouses and children, and they 
based their lives and financial futures 
on their jobs at the Centre.

“Anyone can tell that these work-
ers—the receptionists, drivers, trail 
guides, kitchen staff, house cleaners 
and ground crews—love their jobs and 
love the place itself.”

Vaughan Ashby of Birdfinders, a 
UK-based company, said: “From the 
perspective of nature lovers and, in 
particular, birdwatchers, it is a disas-
ter.” He said it was a blow to the T&T 
economy as nature tourism was sig-
nificant, as was the loss of associated 
jobs that would follow from AWNC’s 
closure.

Megan Crewe of Texas-based 
Field Guides said she had led 18 tours 
to AWNC, bringing some 180 people 
to T&T. “In international birding cir-
cles, AWNC truly ranks as one of the 
legendary destinations.” 

She emphasised the importance 
AWNC had on other aspects of the 
local tourism economy. “The lodge 
brings hundreds— maybe thou-
sands?—of birders a year to the is-
lands. Those birders spend thousands 
of dollars each —and not only at Asa 
Wright. We rent vehicles. We stay 
at other hotels on the islands. Our 
groups also spend two nights on To-
bago and a final night near the Piarco 
airport. We eat at restaurants. We hire 
local guides. We rent boots before 
walking Tobago’s Gilpin Trace. We 
take boat trips to Caroni Swamp and 
Little Tobago. The list goes on.”

Dale Dunlop from Canada, who 
leads Maritime Explorer tours, fell in 
love, like his wife, with Asa Wright, 
Trinidad and its people. He said: 
“This is terrible news. The AWNC is 
one of the top ten birding destinations 
on earth and one that every birder as-
pires to visit one day. With the rapid 
development of a vaccine it would 
be very short-sighted on the Govern-
ment’s part not to see it through.”

Chris Lotz of UK-based Birding Ec-

otours said: “I think Trinidad and To-
bago have now lost their most famous 
attraction to birders and nature lovers, 
and a great many of these people will 
simply go to competing countries 
such as Costa Rica, Panama, Jamaica, 
Cuba, etc, and just forget Trinidad and 
Tobago now that the prime lodge has 
gone. “We were just about to re-add 
Trinidad and Tobago to our reper-
toire, but won’t now. It won’t be the 
same without Asa Wright. It no longer 
has that edge, so we won’t market it 
any more. We have plenty of other 
destinations to market. It’s horribly 
sad for the people of T&T.

“For the sake of the people of Trin-
idad and Tobago, I would really hope 
that the Government would make a 
way—for their people.”

Similar sentiments came from 
Rockjumper Worldwide Birding Ad-
ventures in South Africa. Asa Wright 
was on MD Keith Valentine’s bucket 
list: “Seems as though that may never 
happen now,” he said. “Very sad in-
deed as it feels like it is not only Trin-
idad and Tobago that is losing one of 
its most well-known birding locations 
but the entire world...a reputation like 
theirs doesn’t happen without good 
reason.” Lisa Sorenson, executive di-
rector of BirdsCaribbean in Boston was 
devastated to hear the news. “We were 
planning to hold our next internation-
al conference in Trinidad and include 
pre- and post-conference day and mul-
ti-day field trips to Asa Wright,” she 
said.

Currently the buildings and 1,500-
acre grounds are being manned by a 
skeleton staff of 12, which include five 
security guards and a trainee.

In a recent TV interview, AWNC 
chair Dr Judith Gobin said the centre 
was looking at a “new business model” 
and mentioned that “there were some 
lands that we may consider for sale”. I 
put it to her: “I’m sure any reduction 
in the conservation estate would have 
a very negative impact on the wildlife 
of the area? After all, we know how 
developments in Trinidad go—with 
very little thought for the surrounding 
environment.” 

She replied: “I assure you the board 
and trustees are very well aware of 
your concern, which is also ours.”

down thE lanE: Media personnel walk along the trail at the asa wright 
Centre. —photos: roBErt taylor 
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Cozy plaCE: a journalist takes a photo of 

the cabins along the trail.

panoraMiC: asa 
wright Centre nestled 
in the flower and fauna 
of the northern range.



Listed in the New York Times 
best-seller by Patricia shulz, 1000 
Places To See Before You Die, Asa 
Wright Nature Centre should 
not have expected to die before 
readers of that book. Was its clo-
sure, and the unemployment of 
its much-lauded staff, inevitable 
in the face of the pandemic?

There is a pot of gold at the end of 
the Ministry of Planning and Devel
opment’s own special rainbow. It’s 
called The Green Fund. Could it 
have saved Asa Wright? Could it 
still? 

Or, as some critics insist, should 
no public money be spent sa ving 
our internationally acclaimed insti
tution while the current board, 
which oversaw its demise after 53 
years, remains in control? 

In the last published Auditor 
General’s report in 2019, the Green 
Fund was worth $6,946,131,930.49, 

a little over US$1 billion. But, like 
the mythical pot of gold, getting 
your organisation’s hands on the 
elusive money in the ministry’s 
stash has proved frustrating. 

By 2019 only, $392 million of 
those many billions had been allo
cated. That means less than six per 
cent of the Green Fund has ever 
been utilised. Of the 27 projects 
that did manage to touch that pot 
of gold, 77 per cent were of State 
agencies. 

In 20182019 the fund grew by 
$943.5 million. It’s the gold mine 
gift which keeps giving to the T&T 
Government. 

A nonprofit company “can ac
cess the Green Fund”, according 
to the ministry, if it “is engaged in 
activities related to the remediation, 
reforestation, environmental educa
tion and public awareness of envi
ronmental issues and conservation 
of the environment”. 

Asa Wright, as a nonprofit 
company, is a prime candidate for 
Green Fund money, funds which 
might have made all the difference 
—if someone had applied for them. 

Green Fund proposal

The board of the Asa Wright Na
ture Centre (AWNC), whose chair is 
The UWI lecturer Dr Judith Gobin, 
has however not made an applica
tion to the Green Fund.

Gobin confirmed an application 
was made “some years ago” which 
failed because their “status” then 
did not qualify. It now does.

“Years passed and now we can 
go after it again,” she added.

It was put to Gobin: why hadn’t 
she applied for potentially lifesa
ving funds when the borders closed, 
thus avoiding the calamity of clo
sure and unemployment of AWNC 
workers?

And why, when their own board 
member vicechair Marina Narine
singh has sat on the Green Fund 
Advisory Board since 2012, did 
they not make any application given 
her expertise and knowledge of the 
fund and how it works?

Later, fellow board member 
Christine ToppinAllahar, for Go
bin, said “they were working to
wards the submission of a Green 
Fund application before the advent 
of Covid19”. 

She did not explain, when asked, 
what the reasons were for making 
the submission before the pandem
ic struck, or why there was no ur
gency to do so once it arrived.

ToppinAllahar said: “This is not 
a simple process. We still intend 
to submit a proposal to the Green 
Fund as soon as possible.”

her view was that given what 
she called “limited purposes for 
which grants can lawfully be made 

from the Green Fund”, no such ap
plication could “possibly be made” 
which would have saved their em
ployees’ jobs.

in good hands? 

There is no ceiling for funding 
by the Green Fund. The Sunday 
Express was told by a wellplaced 
source that only by AWNC draw
ing up a proposal that encompasses 
conservation and sustainable eco
tourism will they truly know if the 
ecolodge and their employees’ jobs 
might be saved.

It is not as though the Ministry of 
Planning and Development would 
be unsupportive of AWNC. Far 
from it. 

In AWNC’s The Bellbird maga
zine’s 50th anniversary edition, the 
ministry took out an advertisement 
congratulating it as a “leading agen
cy for environmental preservation, 
conservation and education...spear
heading environmental enhance
ment...the future of Trinidad and 
Tobago’s environment is in good 
hands”.

But is Asa Wright in good hands?
Following AWNC’s closure of 

their ecolodge business, a febrile 
atmosphere of recrimination now 
exists between workers, the union 
and the AWNC board and manage
ment. 

Staff who have had their jobs 
terminated are, according to sour
ces, angry and “heartbroken”. They 
feel betrayed after their long years 
(some up to 40) of loyal service. 

The Government Industrial and 
General Workers Union, which rep
resents AWNC staff, blames the 
board for refusing to compromise 
over retrenchments the board want
ed to push through.

AWNC workers were not against 
furloughs, retirements and keep
ing a skeleton crew, they say, but 
were united in their opposition to 
retrenchments, and even offered to 
accept a pay cut of 50 per cent to 
avoid retrenchment. 

They say AWNC told them they 
had no money to pay any percent
age of their pay. The workers then 
agreed to going half a year (two 90
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First-hANd vieW: honorary board member Peter O’Connor, left, chats with vice-chair Marina Narinesingh during a media tour of the  
Asa Wright Nature Centre and Lodge in Arima, in January. —Photos: ROBERT TAYLOR

LOCAL AttrACtiON:  
A torch ginger, also known 
as a porcelain flower, one of 
the many flora attractions 
that can be seen at the  
Asa Wright Nature Centre. 
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InternatIonal tour op-
erators across the world, 
and local tour operators 
who rely on asa Wright’s 
(aWnC) guests for their 
own business in other areas 
of trinidad and in tobago, 
want aWnC back up and 
running.

Jason radix, who operated 
T&T’s eureka Tours, said in 
an interview with the Sunday 
Express: “My business suc
cess is heavily dependent on 
the existence and success of 
the centre. Over 90 per cent 
of my clients book through 
Caligo Ventures in North 
Ame rica, which sells packag
es that include both islands. 

“For the millions of regis
tered international ‘birders’, it 
is difficult to sell Tobago on its 
own, and this void will nega
tively impact not just mine 
but the other complementary 
businesses in Tobago.”

The Sunday Express asked 
in ternational tour opera tors 
if they thought Green Fund 
rescue mo ney, or any Gov
ernment support, should go 
to save the centre? 

Among many who replied 
confirming such support was 
Chris Lotz of UKbased Bird
ing ecotours. 

he explained that a “sim
ilarly excellent lodge at Pico 
Bonito in honduras closed 
down. Their government did 
not understand the power of 
such a place. Asa Wright is 
even sadder as it’s known as 
one of the classic top lodges 
of the world.

“I wish that the govern
ments of honduras, and now 
Trinidad and Tobago, would 
be more like Costa rica or 
Botswana and actually value 
places like this.”

Missing out on 
post-pandemic  

recovery

Peg Abbott, of Caligo Ven
tures, the primary booking 
agent for Asa Wright for the 
past 40 years, said: “It is in
comprehensible to me that 
the Government of Tri nidad 
and Tobago would not sup
port this international gem. 
When Covid retreats, this is 
just the kind of travel people 
are looking for. 

“The Asa Wright expe
rience is never as timely in 
appeal as it is now...without 
AWNC, Trinidad and Toba
go will miss a good deal of 
the projected strong pulse 
of ecotravel inherent to the 
postpandemic recovery.”

In a television interview, 
AWNC chairman Dr Judith 
Gobin talked of creating a 
“new business model”, of 
“reeval ua ting and rethink
ing”, stres sing the utilisation 
of local bird watchers. 

“Clearly, we need to 
change this model,” she said 
of the same success ful model 
which has brought thousands 
of international, highspend
ing nature tourists to Asa 
Wright, serving ecotourism in 
both islands of T&T so well 
for 53 years.
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day periods) without pay to avoid 
retrenchments. 

But the union claims workers 
were retrenched without the re
qui  red involvement of the uni
on. AWNC’s workers were then 
termina ted without severance ben
efits four days shy of their retrench
ment date, a violation of The re
trenchment and Severance Benefit 
Act, they say.

Crucial decisions

Gobin said: “I can confirm to you 
that the offers made by the AWNC 
to the union were all rejected out
right, and that is why we had to 
make some crucial decisions.” 

She added: “We are now at the 
Ministry of Labour and, as expect
ed, this will go to the Industrial or 
other court.” 

In fact, AWNC was a noshow at 
the last meeting between the parties 
called by the Minister of Labour 
on January 28 to resolve the im
passe. Three unanswered calls were 
made by the conciliator to AWNC 
represen tatives to find out where 
they were. 

According to Krishna Sukdeo, le
gal counsel acting for the union (but 
not employed by them), AWNC’s 

illegal and uncompromising stance 
threatens the entire future of 
AWNC, Trust and all.

According to the union, by ter
minating the workers and saying 
they are closing, and then talking of 
“reinventing” themselves and open
ing again along the same lines as 
before, AWNC will open themselves 
up to litigation under successorship 
application and recognition law. 

“The money that they (AWNC) 
would have had to run their pro
grammes and their facility (will have) 
gone elsewhere. So it’s really stupid
ity, absolute stupidity,” said Sukdeo.

he stressed it was his and the 
union’s goal to preserve Asa Wright. 
That both sides should “smoke a 
peace pipe” and compromise. 

Operating expenses

Many supporters of Asa Wright 
remain unconvinced by AWNC’s 
explanations to date: that it sudden
ly found itself broke, staff sacked, 
centre shut. For them, survival of 
the centre is all that matters. If it 
takes a new board and direction, 
then as far as they are concerned, 
so much for the better. 

roger Neckles, the wellknown 
Trinidad nature photographer and 

guide, was scathing. “Sell Asa to ex
perienced international hands. Dec
ades of failure cannot be attributed 
solely to Covid, No way! Asa is too 
old an institution to use Covid as a 
scapegoat for alleged management 
incompetence,” he said.

Gobin has said it costs $450,000 
a month to operate the centre. But 
that figure is questioned by some, 
including former board members 
and the union, who believe it to be 
much lower. It is pointed out that 
$450,000 might be the figure du
ring a normal high season. But the 
centre has been closed since March, 
with minimal operating expenses. 

This anomaly was among many 
questions sent to Gobin, almost all 
of which she declined to answer.

She was asked whether AWNC 
sets aside cash reserves for repairs, 
land acquisition, unforeseen phy si cal 
circumstances, or to carry the cen
tre through a rough financial patch. 
What reserves did they have at the 
beginning of 2020? What was the val
ue of AWNC donations since March?

Critical information

The union says they repeatedly 
requested three years of financial 
statements from the board, but 

have been provided with none. As 
a nonprofit, such provision is re
quired under law. The latest request 
was through attorney Sukdeo on 
February 1, 2021.

Sukdeo said the AWNC “may 
say they are basically insolvent 
and have to terminate everybody, 
but where is the financial proof of 
that insolvency? You can’t just say 
it, you have to prove it.” We asked, 
unsuccessfully, why the board of 
AWNC withheld such critical infor
mation as claimed by the union.

AWNC had 42 workers, but 21 
board members, an unusually high 
pro portion of the latter in anyone’s 
book. 

On the AWNC board of manage
ment and staff’s home page, a pro
fessional fundraiser, Kathy Dwyer 
Southern, is listed as a board mem
ber. She is noted for having raised 
$32 million for a project in Balti
more, Maryland, USA. Gobin was 
asked what Southern’s strategy was 
for raising funds for the centre, or 
whether her expertise was even uti
lised. No luck there, either.

symptoms of broader problems

An AWNC exmanager told of a 
longstanding culture of secrecy be

tween the board and the staff, the 
latter having no opportunity to con
tribute to the policies and direction 
of the centre. 

he told the Sunday Express of a 
marketing manager who had never 
even had a formal audience with the 
board or its marketing committee.

“This classification of everything 
as privileged or confidential has 
been ongoing for years,” he said. 

“My professional view is that 
this would have been a symptom 
of broader problems within the Asa 
Wright culture, with even some non 
executive directors not even having 
full disclosure within the board.”

The Sunday Express learned one 
board member was not even aware 
of the centre’s decision to close until 
it appeared in the media, days later. 
This might suggest that not all board 
members were provi ded an oppor
tunity to vote on such a vital matter. 

Gobin was asked if such a vote 
had been taken, or if it was an ex
ecutive decree that she made. And 
if a vote was taken, which board 
members were allowed to vote? 
Also, what was the criteria for which 
board members were allowed to 
vote while others were not?

She responded, “The decisions 
were all made and approved (as 

‘AWNC a no-show at meeting between parties to resolve impasse’

A pair of hummingbirds share a feeder at the Great house at the Asa Wright Nature Centre and Lodge in Arima,  
in January. —Photo: ROBERT TAYLOR
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